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Political Prisoners, Prisons, and Black Liberation 

by Angela Davis (c.1971) 

Despite a long history of exalted appeals to man's inherent right to 
resistance, there has seldom been agreement on how to relate in 
practice to unjust immoral laws and the oppressive social order from 
which they emanate. The conservative, who does not dispute the 
validity of revolutions deeply buried in history, invokes visions of 
impending anarchy in order to legitimize his demand for absolute 
obedience. Law and order, with the major emphasis on order, is his 
watchword. The liberal articulates his sensitivity to certain of society's 
intolerable details, but will almost never prescribe methods of 
resistance that exceed the limits of legality — redress through 
electoral channels is the liberal's panacea. 

In the heat of our pursuit of fundamental human rights, black people 
have been continually cautioned to be patient. We are advised ihat 
as long as we remain faithful to the existing democratic order, the 
glorious moment will eventually arrive when we will come into our 
own as full-fledged human beings. 

But having been taught by bitter experience, we know that there is a 
glaring incongruity between democracy and the capitalist economy 
which is the source of our ills. Regardless of all rhetoric to the 
contrary, the people are not the ultimate matrix of the laws and the 
system which govern them — certainly not black people and other 
nationally oppressed people, but not even the mass of whites. The 
people do not exercise decisive control over the determining factors 
of their lives. 

Officials assertions that meaningful dissent is always welcome, 
provided it falls within the boundaries of legality, are frequently a 
smokescreen obscuring the invitation to acquiesce in oppression. 
Slavery may have been un-righteous, the constitutional precision for 
the enslavement of blacks may have been unjust, but conditions 
were not to be considered so bearable (especially since they were 
profitable to a small circle) as to justify escape and other acts 
proscribed by law. This was the import of the fugitive slave laws. 

Needless to say, the history of the Unites States has been marred 
from its inception by an enormous quantity of unjust laws, far too 
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many expressly bolstering the oppression of black people. 
Particularized reflections of existing social inequities, these law have 
repeatedly born witness to the exploitative and racist core of the 
society itself. For blacks, Chicanos, for all nationally oppressed 
people, the problem of opposing unjust laws and the social 
conditions which nourish their growth, has always had immediate 
practical implications. Our very survival has frequently been a direct 
function of our skill in forging effective channels of resistance. In 
resisting we have societies been compelled to openly violate those 
laws which directly or indirectly buttress our oppression. But even 
containing our resistance within the orbit of legality, we have been 
labels criminals and have been methodically persecuted by a racist 
legal apparatus. 

Under the ruthless conditions of slavery, the underground railroad 
provided the framework for extra-legal anti-slavery activity pursued 
by vast numbers of people, both black and white. Its functioning was 
in flagrant violations of the fugitive slave law; those who were 
apprehended were subjected to sever penalties. Of the innumerable 
recorded attempts to rescue fugitive slaves from the clutches of slave 
catchers, one of the most striking in the case of Anthony Burns, a 
slave from Virginia, captured in Boston in 1853. A team of his 
supporters, in attempting to rescue him by force during the course of 
his trial, engaged the police in a fierce courtroom battle. During the 
gun fight, a prominent Abolitionist, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 
was wounded. Although the rescuers were unsuccessful in their 
efforts, the impact of this incident "...did more to crystallize Northern 
sentiment against slavery than any other except the exploit of John 
Brown, ' and this was the last time a fugitive slave was taken from 
Boston. It took 22 companies of state militia, four platoons of 
marines, a battalion of United States artillerymen, and the city's 
police force ... to ensure the performance of this shameful act, the 
cost of which, the Federal government alone, came to forty thousand 
dollars.'" 

Throughout the era of slavery, blacks, as well as progressive whites, 
repeatedly discovered that their commitment to the anti-slavery 
cause frequently entailed the overt violation of the laws of the land. 
Even as slavery faded away into a more subtle yet equally pernicious 
apparatus to dominate black people, "illegal" resistance was still on 
the agenda. After the Civil War, Black Codes, successors to the old 
Slave Codes, legalized convict labor, prohibited social intercourse 
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between blacks and whites, gave white employers an excessive 
degree of control over the private lives of black workers, and 
generally codified racism and terror. Naturally, numerous individual 
as well as collective acts of resistance prevailed. On many 
occasions, blacks formed armed teams to protect themselves form 
while terrorists who were, in turn, protected by law enforcement 
agencies, if not actually identified with them. 

By the second decade of the twentieth century, the mass movement, 
beaded by Marcus Garvey, proclaimed in its Declaration of Rights 
that black people should not hesitate to disobey all discriminatory 
laws. Moreover, the Declaration announced, they should utilize all 
means available to them, legal or illegal, to defend themselves from 
legalized terror as well as Ku Klux Klan violence. During the era of 
intense activity around civil rights issues, systematic disobedience of 
oppressive laws was a primary tactic. The sit-ins were organized 
transgressions of racist legislation. 

All these historical instances involving the overt violation of the laws 
of the land converge around an unmistakable common denominator. 
At stake has been the collective welfare and survival of a people. 
There is a distinct and qualitative difference between one breaking a 
law for one's own individual self-interest and violating it in the 
interests of a class of people whose oppression is expressed either 
directly or indirectly through that particular law. The former might be 
called criminal (though in many instances he is a victim), but the 
latter, as a reformist or revolutionary, is interested in universal social 
change. Captured, he or she is a political prisoner. 

The political prisoner's words or deed have in one from or another 
embodied political protests against the established order and have 
consequently brought him into acute conflict with the state. In tight of 
the political content of his act, the "crime" (which may or may not 
have been committed) assumes a minor importance. In this country, 
however, where the special category of political prisoners is not 
officially acknowledged, the political prisoner inevitably stands trial 
for a specific criminal offense, not for a political act. Often the so- 
called crime does not even have a nominal existence. As in the 1914 
murder frame-up of the IWW organizer, Joe Hill, it is a blatant 
fabrication, a mere excuse for silencing a militant crusader against 
oppression. In all instances, however, the political prisoner has 
violated the unwritten law which prohibits disturbances and 



One of the fundamental historical lessons to be learned from past failures to 
prevent the rise of fascism is the decisive and indispensable character of 
the fight against fascism in its incipient phases. Once allowed to conquer 
ground, its growth is facilitated in geometric proportion. Although the most 
unbridled expressions of the fascist menace are still tied to the racist 
domination of blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, Indians, it lurks under the 
surface wherever there is potential resistance to the power of monopoly 
capital, the parasitic interests which control this society. Potentially it can 
profoundly worsen the conditions of existence for the average American 
citizen. Consequently, the masses of people in this country have a real, 
direct, and material stake in the struggle to free political prisoners, the 
struggle to abolish the prison system in its present form, the struggle against 
all dimensions of racism. 

No one should fail to take heed of Georgi Dimitrov's warning: "Whoever 
does not fight the growth of fascism at these preparatory stages is not in a 
position to prevent the victory of fascism, but, on the contrary, facilitates that 
victory" (Report to the Vllth Congress of the Communist International, 
1935). The only effective guarantee against the victory of fascism is an 
indivisible mass movement which refuses to conduct business as usual as 
long as repression rages on. It is only natural that blacks and other Third 
World peoples must lead this movement, for we are the first and most 
deeply injured victims of fascism. But it must embrace all potential victims 
and most important, all working-class people, for the key to the triumph of 
fascism is its ideological victory over the entire working class. Given the 
eruption of a severe economic crisis, the door to such an ideological victory 
can be opened by the active approval or passive toleration of racism. It is 
essential that white workers become conscious that historically through their 
acquiescence in the capitalist-inspired oppression of blacks they have only 
rendered themselves more vulnerable to attack. 

The pivotal struggle which must be waged in the ranks of the working class 
is consequently the open, unreserved battle against entrenched racism. The 
whit worker must become conscious of the threads which bind him to a 
James Johnson, a black auto worker, member of UAW, and a political 
prisoner presently facing charges for the killings of two foremen and a job 
setter. The merciless proliferation of the power of monopoly capital may 
ultimately push him inexorably down the very same path of desperation. No 
potential victim [of the fascist terror] should be without the knowledge that 
the greatest menace to racism and fascism is unity! 

MARIN COUNTY JAIL, May, 1971 
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